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The Cameroon tea estates (C.T.E): Quest for water sources and lack of impact studies - 
southern slopes of the Bambouto mountain range 
Jean-Emet Nodem 
Mountains constitute the source of water supply to the zones downstream. The southern slope of the 
Bambouto Mountain range which is supposed to play this role is experiencing interventions which pay 
very little attention to the preservation of the subterranean tables. In addition to this lack of 
precautionary measures are activities which accelerate the thinning process of the subterranean table, 
although there is a legal disposition in Cameroon which checks such destructive acts on the 
environment. 
The CTE1  water supply contract in Tsopeua 
Fully completed in 1995, the catchment which supplies water to the CTE today is the concerted effort 
of three partners: the Cameroon Government, Helvetas and the local population. Helvetas provided 
the sum of 8,000,000 CFA Francs, the Government of Cameroon through the Community 
Development Department contributed 1,000,000 CFA Francs while the Development Committee of the 
beneficiary quarter contributed 1,000,000 CFA Francs as well. The Mbororo people, who cover very 
long distances to fetch water during the dry season, would have been keen to take advantage of this 
opportunity as would the erstwhile CDC and now CTE; but they were not taken into account. The right 
for this corporation to use this catchment is a subject of long and extensive negotiations.2 
When the CTE took over this large tea plantation on 18 October 2000, a new contract was 
established, obliging the latter to pay the sum of 25,000 CFA Francs to the Tsopeua quarter 
Development Committee each month. This payment started in June 2006. The Development 
Committee was not however prepared to embark on this negotiation with their closest neighbours, the 
Mbororo3  who are considered by the Development Committee as harmful invaders. The former CDC 
was regarded as such, but with a little bit of consideration as a good number of the Tsopeua 
population work in this big company. 
After 25 years of exploitation of water sources within its immediate vicinity, the CTE is obliged to 
negotiate a permanent water supply for its installations at high altitude. The strong coexistence 
between the eucalyptus trees and tea plants have contributed to the constant drying-up of water 
sources around this great project. 
The multiple canalizations carried out at above 2,400 metres altitude by farmers accelerated this quasi 
irreversible process. These outdated canalizations lead to a great loss of water. 
The CTE installations are at an altitude of 1,850 metres and its present water supply source is at 2,102  
metres altitude. Its canalization pipes are therefore more than 250 metres long. Why such a problem 
after less than 30 years of exploitation?  This question is not one of CTE’s preoccupations for the 
moment. Finding out the fundamental causes is not important to them as long as they can at least 
                                                 
1 The Cameroon Tea Estates (CTE) has estates in the West Region of Cameroon, notably between the 
Bamboutos and Menoua Administrative Divisions. The territories occupied belong to the Bangang and Bafou 
villages. Situated at an altitude ranging between 1,700 and 2,000 metres, the CTE “occupies a surface area of at 
least 1,660 hectares in one of the most fertile zones of the West mountain range”. The proprietor of the present 
CTE gained a foothold there after an agreement signed with the government of Cameroon on 18 October 2002. 
2 In a letter signed by its General Manger on 29 December 1998, CTE (then known as CDC) accepted the terms 
posed by the Development Committee of Tsopeua. This letter was a follow up to two previous ones: one in 
which CTE expressed the desire to use the Tsopeua tower and the other in which the committee stated the terms 
of exploitation by  CTE. The terms were the payment of 2, 000, 000 CFA Francs for the construction of 
classrooms in the Tsopeua quarter which was made during an official signing ceremony of the agreement. The 
CTE could then use water from the said catchment. 
3 In the Mbororo settlement, water is very scoarce during the dry season. The women and children have to cover 
long distances across the mountain to fetch water. They need a minimum of 4 hours to fetch it and come back. 
Yet in the Tsopeua village which is on a 2102 m altitude is a water source. The Mbororo houses are situated 
within, the range of 2141 and 2156 m altitude. This modern tube well supplies the people who are farmers in the 
majority with water during the rainy and dry seasons. The tower is built 60 m away from the Mbororo 
settlement. The land conflict between the two communities extends equally to access to water.  
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manage the immediate and especially make profits. The quest for profit is above any other 
consideration including the texts regulating its activities. 
Some legal issues related to investments on the southern slope of the Bambouto mountain 
range 
Two types of investments exist in the southern slope of the Bambouto Mountain range. These are the 
construction of catchment zones and the development of areas for agriculture and livestock breeding. 
Protection measures had been taken to preserve the water around the catchment area at 2,400 
metres altitude. The length of the water current flowing to the treatment station was covered with 
thorny plants like Erythrina malbraedi to keep away the cattle (Figure 5). The prumus Africana was 
also to provide shade against desertification. This security measure has been destroyed (Figure 5) to 
the extent that the surrounding area of the catchment zone has instead become private property 
dotted with eucalyptus trees.4 
Now, there exist a series of legal dispositions to protect such public utility installations, notably in law 
no, 98/005 of 14 April 1998 regulating water exploitation and more especially its text of application N° 
2001/163/PM of 8 May 2001 stipulating the protection perimeter5 around the catchment and treatment 
points and potable water. 
The destruction of the security dispositive and the wanton occupation of the surroundings of the 
catchment zone (situated at 2,400 metres altitude) by the populations is as a result of the non-
application6 of the legal dispositions in such circumstances. Even if the area is not fenced, activities 
that may interfere with potable water are proscribed.7 The CTE is planting a lot of eucalyptus which 
are likely to cause the drying-up of water on this slope. This activity of an industrial nature was not 
negotiated in within the existing laws of Cameroon. The initiating populations as well as the public 
authorities who were party to the project were supposed to have been8 jointly implicated in the 
granting of the authorisation to tap water at such a magnitude. 
The tapping of water by CTE at an altitude of 2,102 metres continues in the dry season when the local 
inhabitants are in dire need of drinking water lower down, at 1,600 metres. The amount of water used 
daily by this agro-industrial company (at least 400 litres) would have satisfied the water requirements 
of several peasant families. However, no impact study9 was carried out before the negotiation for the 
exploitation of the source. 
                                                 
4 The foreman of this project had attempted in vain to protect these useful plants. During the rehabilitation of the 
catchment system in 2007, the builders left the private property surrounding this zone intact. 
5 Article 2(b) of this text defines the “protection perimeter” as “the area of protection mapped out around a 
catchment, treatment or storage point of portable water destined to be supplied”. According to article 3 (3) “the 
lands included in the protection perimeters are declared of public utility”. 
6 In fact, article 5 (1) states that lands “situated within the limits of the catchment point of potable water must be 
acquired fully as property; and fenced, as need be. Every other activity is proscribed there except those which are 
authorised by the act of declaration of public utility”. 
7 Article 10 (1) of the above decree insists on the following aspect: are proscribed within the immediate 
protection perimeter “the passage of animals, the spreading of manure, of organic or chemical fertilizer and any 
other pesticide, fertilizer or insecticide”. The security measures provided by the decree do not only aim at 
avoiding   pollution of water destined to the population but also the drying-up of the water. 
8 Article 5(1) of the above decree further states, “Any person who wants to implant or exploit an installation 
comprising one or more components involving the tapping of surface or underground water for industrial or 
commercial purposes must apply to the ministry in charge of water for authorisation”. 
9 Article 5(2) also indicates that the application for authorisation should comprise “an impact study accompanied 
by the decision of the Ministry in charge of the environment on the matter”. Sanctions against persons who fail 
to follow this procedure exist. Article 26 of the above decree states as follows: 
 “In case of delayed declaration, or absence of declaration, the Ministry in charge of water will proceed 
with the calculation and determining the amount owed, based on the elements at its disposal and eventually, 
carry out un notified controls… 100% of the rental due will be paid for a delay that is above 9 (nine) 
months.” 
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The granting of very large surface areas to many rich urban dwellers in an area where with the 
introduction of the agro-industrial company CTE, the nomad Mbororo livestock breeders and farmers 
were already finding it hard to coexist equally necessitated an impact study10. 
This impact study which was avoided by these investors on the southern slopes of the Bambouto 
mountain range should be an important part11 of the application for the acquisition of a concession or 
any other investment in this area. 
On 6 September, 2001 the Mbororos were taken unawares by the marking out of the area they had 
occupied for more than 30 years. The following day, on September 7, 2001, their  community chief 
Malan Manu12 (Figure 6) addressed a “demand for intervention” to the Governor of the West Province 
of Cameroon. His complaint received no reply. An impact study would have averted this problem. 
To sum up, on this slope, the physical and human environment is at the mercy of the quest for profit. 
No institution obliges the investors to respect the texts relating to the preservation of the ecosystem. 
Jean-Emet Nodem - jeanemet@yyahoo.com – teaches at the University of Dschang,Cameroon.  
 
                                                 
10 Article 17 (1) of law no 96/12 of August 1996 stating the outline law for environmental management 
stipulates:  
 “The promoter or the foreman of any development project, of equipment or installation which by 
virtue of its magnitude, its nature or the effects of the activities carried out on the natural milieu risk 
affecting the environment adversely is obliged to realise according to the prescription of the articles and 
conditions an impact study that will enable the assessment of the direct and indirect effects of the said 
project on the ecological balance of the implantation zone or any other region, the framework and the 
quality of life of the populations and the effects on the environment in general.” 
11 In article 17 (23) of the outline law, it is clearly stated: « the impact study is included in the file 
submitted for public enquiry whenever such a procedure is envisaged”. 
12 According to this demand for intervention Malan Manu was born around 1923. Shortly after the 
demarcation of his area on 6 September 2001 he became victim of a vascular cerebral strake which 
paralysed him. In June 2007 we noticed that he was dumb. He died in December 2007. 
